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the contents of hundreds of bamboo 
crates packed with dinosaur bones 
that have remained unopened since 
they were brought by ship almost a 
century ago.
Specimens such as a finely written 
16th century log book and museum 
director Reinhold Lienfelder’s 
personal favourite, a sea-foam-
coloured cabinet full of rare corals, 
have been restored. And items with 
a darker history, such as the panda 
that Herman Goering ordered to be 
prepared for the Berlin 1935 ‘hunting 
exhibition’ are also on display. Even 
the remains of a parrot called Jacob, 
the favourite pet of Alexander von 
Humboldt, are there.
“Animals that are now under the 
strictest of protections were at 
one time trophies,” says Ferdinand 
Damaschun, head of exhibitions.
Many items and oddities like 
the stuffed parrot, collected by 
researchers around the world, are 
exhibited for the first time in the show 
and among them are blown-glass 
models of jellyfish.
The museum’s half million 
visitors per year, along with the 
many researchers who come from 
around the globe, can now view and 
investigate some 270,000 specimens 
of fish, snakes, snails, frogs and other 
animals collected over the years. 
The massive newly restored 
room, full from floor to ceiling with 
the illuminated jars of preserved 
specimens, is undoubtedly the 
highlight of the museum’s anniversary 
celebration.
“These are valuable, irreplaceable 
cultural assets that have been 
collected over two centuries and 
remain indispensable for biological 
research to this day, and are 
extensively used internationally,” says 
Damaschun.
“It is a milestone for the 
preservation of our collections.” he 
says. For the exhibition — called 
Klasse, Ordnung, Art — the museum 
turns the magnifying glass back on 
itself, exploring the evolution of natural 
history itself, the changing ideas of 
collection strategies, and how the 
country’s political history has coloured 
this past.
“We have a lot of curiosities here,” 
says Damaschun. 
The exhibition Klasse, Ordnung, Art is open 
until February 28, 2011.Randolph Blake
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What got you interested in 
psychology in the first place? 
Entering college I had no career 
goals and just took courses willy-nilly. 
One was introductory psychology, 
and it really struck a chord in me. 
Experimental psychology, in particular, 
brought together my interests in 
math and science with my nascent 
enthrallment with human behavior. In 
my senior year I completed a reaction-
time study of the psychological 
refractory period — the inability to 
do two things at once — and that 
culminated in my first publication. 
(My parents kept a reprint of the 
paper on their living room coffee 
table.) I was hooked and decided to 
tackle graduate school at Vanderbilt 
University.
Who cultivated your interest in 
visual perception? Robert Fox, my 
graduate adviser, infected me with 
curiosity about vision. He shaped my 
naïve ideas into tractable research 
questions; he also encouraged me 
to refine my twangy Texas accent. I 
spent time at Groningen University with 
W.J.M Levelt, who at that time was the 
recognized expert on binocular rivalry, 
my dissertation topic. The opportunity 
to see what he was doing and how 
he was doing it was inspiring. I also 
took a memorable graduate seminar 
at University of Minnesota, led by the 
legendary perception psychologist  
J.J. Gibson. What an impressive 
scholar! The first day Gibson grilled 
each of us about our research interests, 
and he characterized mine — binocular 
rivalry — as a laboratory curiosity.  
I was unprepared for his bluntness and 
Q & A learned a valuable lesson: science can be a rough and tumble activity.
What about your career trajectory 
after graduate school? I spent 
two years at Baylor College of 
Medicine receiving postdoctoral 
training in physiology and anatomy. 
That experience taught me that I 
have neither the patience nor the 
temperament to be neurophysiologist. 
On a positive note, I did develop 
and refine behavioral techniques for 
studying vision in the cat, and I carried 
that research program to Northwestern 
University, where I began my career as 
a professor. 
What have cats taught us about 
vision that we couldn’t have learnt 
from humans? For decades the 
cat had been the species of choice 
among neuroscientists studying vision. 
Consequently, there existed a wealth 
of information about the feline visual 
system, and behavioral studies could 
tell us what the world looks like to an 
animal whose visual nervous system 
was reasonably well understood. And 
we learned that cats and humans do 
not live in the same visual world. For 
example, we see fine spatial detail 
invisible to cats, whereas cats can see 
large, low contrast objects invisible to 
us. Ironically, this realization that cats 
and humans see things differently may 
have undermined the validity of cats 
as an animal model for human vision. 
In any event, I was lucky to be at 
Northwestern, for it was a very special 
place to be doing that kind of work.
And why was that? In those days, 
Northwestern was a major outpost 
for the study of spatial vision. Among 
its faculty was Robert Sekuler, a 
superb scientist, an effective teacher 
and a marvelous role model for a 
beginning assistant professor. Bob 
and I produced a perception textbook 
that has survived through five editions 
and three different publishers. We 
also spent enjoyable afternoons at 
Wrigley Field watching the Chicago 
Cubs lose baseball games. While at 
Northwestern, I had the good fortune 
to be taken under the wing of Christina 
Enroth-Cugell, at that time a world 
expert on the mammalian retina. 
Her lab attracted a steady stream 
of current and future stars in visual 
neuroscience, and I was a beneficiary 
of her magnetism. My research 
interests expanded to include human 
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boarded into an enduring research 
collaboration with Hugh Wilson, who at 
the time was at University of Chicago.
Why did you leave Northwestern 
and return to Vanderbilt? The 
opportunity to chair the Department 
of Psychology and help implement its 
radical reorganization emphasizing 
cognitive neuroscience. We also 
launched the Vanderbilt Vision 
Research Center, an interdisciplinary 
program whose impact has grown 
steadily over the years. With the 
move to Vanderbilt, my research 
interests broadened to include motion 
perception, perceptual organization, 
multi-sensory integration and 
synesthesia. I also had a hand in the 
embryonic brain imaging initiative 
launched at Vanderbilt University. 
Today that initiative has evolved into 
the Vanderbilt Institute of Imaging 
Sciences, one of the top imaging 
centers in the world.
And now you’ve joined the faculty 
at Seoul National University — how 
did that career decision come 
about? Two years ago, the Korean 
Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technology launched what is called 
the World Class University initiative. 
As part of that program, Seoul 
National University received a major 
grant to launch a new Department 
of Brain and Cognitive Sciences. 
Included were funds to recruit foreign 
scholars, including me, to help get the 
program off the ground. I already had 
in place collaborations with several 
Korean scientists, so spending one 
semester a year there was a natural 
extension of what I was already doing. 
Vanderbilt University liked the idea 
of my participating because they are 
committed to establishing ties with 
major universities outside the US. And 
my life-partner Elaine, who loves a 
good adventure, was excited by the 
challenges of living part-time in Seoul. 
My experiences so far have redoubled 
my enthusiasm for the program.
You mentioned synesthesia: that’s 
a research field that seems to 
have blossomed into a cottage 
industry — what drew you into 
the mix? A casual conversation 
with one of my Vanderbilt colleagues 
who matter-of-factly described how 
black-and-white letters and numbers 
appeared colored to him, each character having its own distinct, 
enduring hue. Intrigued but skeptical, 
I tried devising visual tasks where, 
unbeknownst to my synesthetic 
colleague, his illusory colors should 
either help him or hurt him if his colors 
were indeed “real.” Bottom line: he — 
and, subsequently, other color/
orthographic synesthestes recruited 
into our project — performed on most 
tasks as if their colors were real, not 
simply metaphorical. Those devious 
studies were challenging to design and 
great fun to carry out. But they failed 
to answer the real perplexing question: 
how and why does the brain fabricate 
those illusory sensory experiences?
What led you to get involved in 
human brain imaging? My desire 
to resolve a controversy concerning 
the neural concomitants of binocular 
rivalry. I was introduced to brain 
imaging — baptized so to speak — by 
David Heeger, who at the time was at 
Stanford University. David, his student 
Alex Polonsky and I used functional 
magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) 
to identify modulations in neural 
responses within primary visual 
cortex synchronized with fluctuations 
in visual perception during rivalry. 
That finding, since replicated in 
other studies, ran counter to the idea 
that rivalry was solely a high-level 
visual process. Upon returning to 
Vanderbilt, I cajoled Emily Grossman 
into using fMRI to pinpoint brain areas 
involved in another intriguing visual 
phenomenon, perception of biological 
motion. Her work blossomed into an 
excellent dissertation.
What stands out as a highlight 
accomplishment for you? I’d say my 
Psychological Review paper laying out 
a neural theory of binocular rivalry. The 
theory attributes rivalry to modulations 
in activity within neurons sensitive 
to eye of origin, with inhibitory 
interconnections creating suppression 
and adaptation causing alternations. 
Because it made explicit, testable 
predictions, the theory stimulated 
lots of experiments, including some 
of the influential studies by Nikos 
Logothetis and colleagues. Today, 
we know the theory was wrong in 
some respects, but aspects of it have 
survived testing. It is gratifying to have 
conceptualized an account of rivalry 
that helped accelerate interest in this 
beguiling phenomenon. It reinforces a 
lesson learned as a graduate student: good theories, in principle, are easily 
disproved.
And has there been a particularly 
disappointing experience in your 
research career? Yes, the inability 
to get across the ideas developed by 
Sang-Hun Lee and me concerning 
temporal structure and visual 
grouping. To us, temporal structure 
was a refined, quantitative index of the 
Gestalt notion of ‘common fate’ — the 
tendency for stimulus features to 
cohere into a unified visual form when 
those features undergo correlated 
changes over time. Unfortunately, 
we didn’t do a good job separating 
our ideas from the controversial 
notion of temporal synchrony as 
a neural coding strategy. We also 
never resolved a debate over the role 
of contrast summation in our novel 
grouping displays. Still, the notion 
of temporal structure as a form of 
‘glue’ that binds features into objects 
remains compelling to me. It’s a very 
Gibsonian idea, focusing as it does 
on information contained in the optic 
array of an active observer immersed 
in dynamic visual environment.
Well since you mention Gibson, 
let’s return to his challenge to 
you concerning the relevance of 
studying rivalry — what maintains 
your interest in this so-called 
laboratory curiosity? The answer is 
easy: rivalry remains as fascinating 
to me today as it did four decades 
ago when Robert Fox first introduced 
me to it. Think about it: an ordinarily 
visible, interesting visual image —  
a familiar face, for example —  
disappears from awareness for 
seconds at a time, only to perceptually 
reemerge as another, equally 
meaningful stimulus viewed by the 
other eye drops out of awareness. You 
could believe that the experimenter 
operating the equipment was 
alternately switching the two pictures 
on and off, but in fact it’s your brain 
that’s responsible for the switching.
But is it just a laboratory curiosity? 
It’s more than that. Rivalry and other 
forms of perceptual bistability allow 
us to investigate dynamical neural 
interactions within brain circuits 
promoting perception. Rivalry 
also provides an effective tool for 
probing aspects of visual information 
processing transpiring outside of 
awareness. Some think that rivalry 
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the clinical condition called strabismic 
suppression, the brain’s natural 
response to incompatible monocular 
stimulation arising when the eyes 
are misaligned. And work by Jack 
Pettigrew, Steven Miller and others 
suggests that rivalry may represent 
an endophenotype for certain 
psychopathologies.
Are there any striking differences 
between science today and 
when you started your career? 
Technological advances, of course, 
but that goes without saying. One 
of the most impactful developments 
affecting my work is the explosion in 
the number of journals I must keep 
track of. Reading the relevant literature 
was easy when I got started —  
only handful of journals published 
what you needed to know. That’s 
no longer true. Incidentally, the 
growth in the number of journals has 
been accompanied by enormously 
increased emphasis on citation data 
and indices of impact. This trend risks 
distorting the perceived quality of a 
journal and papers appearing in it. It 
also encourages investigators first to 
submit to a high profile journal and 
then work their way down the pecking 
order.
And what’s wrong with that? The 
increased workload for editors and 
reviewers and the discouragement 
experienced by investigators when 
their papers are rejected. In addition, 
those papers targeting high profile 
journals tend to be brief, with 
important details omitted or relegated 
to web supplements. That brevity 
sometimes follows the paper as it 
finds its appropriate home.
Last question: as a scientist and a 
professor, can you offer others any 
advice that has served you well? 
Yes, three gems of wisdom embodied 
in quotes that I have pasted on my 
wall: “Everything should be made as 
simple as possible, but not simpler” 
(Albert Einstein); “Anything worth 
doing is worth doing slowly” (Gypsy 
Rose Lee); “The more the teacher 
teaches, the less the student learns” 
(John Amos Comenius).
Department of Psychology/Vanderbilt Vision 
Research Center, Vanderbilt University, 
Nashville, TN 37240, USA.  
E-mail: randolph.blake@vanderbilt.eduspecialise but wanted a bit of  
the best of everything and had a 
major bout of purchasing in the 1950s. 
Now, 55 years after his death, 
trustees of his estate are selling a 
number of books, manuscripts and 
letters, expected to raise £8–10 million.
Within this collection, the copy 
of Birds of America is expected to 
attract bids of around £4–6 million. 
The book is bound at huge  
size — a ‘double elephant folio’ — 
because Audubon wanted to paint 
birds at life-size. He travelled across 
America, shooting his specimens 
before carefully arranging them on 
wires to paint them. 
Audubon was not only a skilled 
artist but also a talented salesman.  
Audubon set to hit 
the record books
Sotheby’s, the international auction 
firm, have announced that they 
will sell next month a copy of one 
of America’s most famous, and 
valuable, books: John James 
Audubon’s Birds of America. 
The volume comes for sale as part 
of the estate of Frederick Fermor-
Hesketh, second baron Hesketh, a 
member of the British aristocracy 
whose family had collected books 
from the nineteenth century 
onwards and was obsessed by art. 
Hesketh was an example of 
‘high spot collecting’ — he did not 
Famous: Some of Audubon’s illustrations of American birds are the most highly prized in 
the country. (Photo: © INTERFOTO/Alamy.)
